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Executive Summary 

 
As the landing place of the Pilgrims, the Town of Plymouth is known as ñAmericaôs Hometown.ò 

The amount of privately-owned undeveloped land in Plymouth is approximately 18,000 acres and 

there are also approximately 18,900 acres of protected open space.  This land provides the town 

with a strong rural character. Plymouth contains the third highest per square mile occurrence of 

rare, threatened and endangered species of any community in Massachusetts. The town contains 

the third largest area of globally rare pine barren in the eastern United States, 36 miles of coastline, 

several anadromous fish runs and over 365 inland ponds including 32 globally rare coastal plain 

ponds. The town also sits on the second largest sole-source aquifer in the state. 

 

Plymouthôs population has increased more than fourfold in the past fifty years. The continuing 

availability of large tracts of developable land, the rural character, high quality of community 

services, transportation improvements, and proximity to Boston will continue to spur this high 

growth rate. Many areas of rural landscape have been impacted by large residential developments, 

most often of large lot, single family homes. Additional large tracts of rural land, often outside of 

the established village centers, are constantly being targeted for additional development. 

 

There are, therefore several compelling reasons for Plymouth to preserve open space: 

  

¶ To maintain quality of the drinking water 

¶ To maintain fiscal stability 

¶ To lessen sprawl and traffic congestion 

¶ To protect wildlife habitat 

¶ To protect the beaches, harbor, ponds and rivers 

¶ To fulfill recreational needs 

 

Within this 2017 Update of the Open Space & Recreation Plan (2009) town planners and citizens 

will find a variety of tools and action steps to help the town preserve open space: 

  

¶ Maps showing areas already preserved and lands targeted for preservation 

¶ Open Space Acquisition Ranking Criteria, for evaluating acquisition opportunities 

¶ Funding suggestions for land acquisition and conservation restrictions 

¶ Description of regulatory tools such as transfer of development rights and impact fees 
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Section I - Plan Summary  
 
The 2017 Update of the Plymouth Open Space and Recreation Plan is in conformance with the 

March 2008 Open Space and Recreation Plannerôs Workbook as published by the Executive 

Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs Division of Conservation Services.   This update 

includes:  

¶ Updates of census, economics and other statistics; 

¶ Review and re-endorsement of the goals and strategies outlined in Plymouthôs 2006 

Master Plan and the Open Space and Recreation Plan; 

¶ Updates to the land development patterns throughout the Town, including maps of 

recently acquired land areas; 

¶ Updated Open Space Inventory; 

¶ Revised Open Space Action Plan Map, which now includes connectivity of trails 

throughout Plymouth and potential linkages to abutting communities;   

¶ State-identified endangered species habitat maps were updated in the fall of 2008, and 

the Unique Features Map is updated to reflect this change; 

¶ The Town of Plymouth mapped the sub-watersheds as listed in the 2009 Open Space 

and Recreation Plan;  

¶ Results of the 2016 public survey pertaining to the Townôs open space;  

¶ Revised Environmental Justice considerations have been added; and 

¶ The Open Space and Recreation Plan includes recommendations provided in the 

Plymouth Public Space Action Plan (June 2007). 

 

The Open Space and Recreation Plan includes a compilation of information from several 

previously approved planning documents.  The intent of this plan is not to recreate the work 

conducted by various town agencies, but to provide one consolidated report that directs the 

planning, conservation, acquisition, development and management of open space and recreational 

facilities in the twenty-first century. 

 

The plan outlines a vigorous program for land acquisition and development of passive and active 

recreational facilities.  The Town seeks to use this plan as a guideline for the investment of private, 

town, state, and federal funds through its Community Preservation Fund and its five-year Capital 

Improvement Program, and this plan will be used as a guide for grant-seeking opportunities by the 

Town and by land preservation and recreation-based organizations in the community. 
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Section II - Introduction  
 

The Plymouth Open Space Committee 
The Open Space Committee is comprised of volunteers appointed by the Planning Board, Board 

of Selectmen and Conservation Commission. They meet twice monthly to review open space 

opportunities in support of the Community Preservation Committee.  The Open Space Committee 

worked on the plan revisions with support from staff from the Planning Department and input from 

the Parks & Recreation Department.  All meetings of the Open Space Committee are public in 

accordance with open meetings regulations. 

 

Current members of the Open Space Committee include: 

Rick Barry 

Betsy Hall, Chair 

John Hammond 

Sharl Heller 

Malcolm MacGregor 

Nancy McSpadden 

Lois Post 

Dorie Stolley 

 

Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this 2017 Update to the 

Town of Plymouth Open Space and 

Recreation Plan (the ñ2017 Planò) is to 

provide an overall comprehensive review 

of the Town of Plymouth's open space and 

recreation goals and objectives in the 

context of local and regional conditions and 

growth patterns.  The 2017 Plan will help 

to identify tracts of land that will create 

links of open space, preserve 

environmentally sensitive areas, and allow 

for expanded recreational facilities 

throughout the town.  Plymouthôs planning process is ongoing, and the Open Space and Recreation 

Plan will be updated as additional information becomes available and regional and local conditions 

evolve. 

In late 2016 ï early 2017, the Open Space Committee amended and clarified their goals by 

drafting a document which clearly spells out their purpose and function, as directed by Town 

Meeting and Plymouthôs Master Plan. This History and Charge document defines the 

Committeeôs goals as follows: 

¶ Acquire natural open space to: 

V Ensure aquifer and surface water resources remain protected for future 

generations 

V Protect wildlife corridors, biodiversity and habitats of rare & endangered species 
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V Safeguard natural character and scenic views 

V Increase public access for passive recreation  

V Continue to expand the trail system 

 

¶ Increase public awareness of the importance of natural open space preservation. 

 

¶ Provide guidance and education to the community in becoming proactive stewards of 

natural open space. 

In order to meet these goals, the Open Space Committee:  

¶ Identifies land suitable to be set aside as open space, and finds ways and means to fund 

its acquisition.  

¶ Researches and develops tools to preserve open space.  

¶ Advocates for open space and participates in open space planning with other town 

committees, commissions and boards.  

Works with interested citizens of Plymouth and conservation organizations such as Mass 

Audubon, Massachusetts Division of Fisheries & Game, The Nature Conservancy and the 

Wildlands Trust. 

 

Planning Process and Public Participation 

In preparation for the update of this Plan and to assess education needs, the Plymouth Open 

Space Committee allocated time during each of their bi-weekly meetings for public comment 

along with committee discussion. In addition, several outreach forums were initiated to gauge 

public knowledge and interest. 
 

A preliminary outreach survey was facilitated during the Summer 2016 and was conducted in two 

formats. An online survey from was created using Survey Monkey. The survey URL was printed 

in the local newspaper with an invitation to all Plymouth residents to fill it out. And, it was shared 

using social media. The same survey was printed and given out to people to fill in by hand and 

return at community gatherings including Pine Fest 2016, a large outdoor festival held in Myles 

Standish State Forest and attracting hundreds of people from Plymouth.  Both formats combined 

yielded 422 responses; all but 15 were submitted by Plymouth residents. 

 

A draft of the revised plan was presented to the Open Space Committee at a regularly scheduled 

public meeting on April 6, 2017 with subsequent committee comments/discussion at their April 

18, 2017 meeting. Comments have been included in the 2017 Update. The primary needs identified 

were to revisit goals, accurately map the ongoing land acquisitions throughout the Town and to 

further enhance the GIS mapping/inventory of open space and conservation land in the Town of 

Plymouth. Other minor revisions included mapping the scenic viewsheds as well as updating the 

open space planning map and updating action plan components of the plan. 

 

The 2017 Update was presented at an advertised public hearing for public comment on May 25, 

2017. 
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Subsequent public reviews of the 2017 Update were presented to the Conservation Commission 

on June 6, 2017 for comment and approval; the Board of Selectmen adopted the Update on June 

13, 2017.  

 

The final public hearing was held on June 22, 2017 to gain additional community insight of the 

Planôs goals and Seven Year Action Plan. Notifications of this meeting were posted at conspicuous 

areas within Plymouthôs two Environmental Justice Neighborhoods. 

 

Public outreach forums were advertised and posted at both Plymouthôs Environmental Justice 

Areas, which included the Main Library along South Street (EJ-1) and the Manomet Post Office 

(EJ-2), to engage residents and respond to their comments pertaining to open space availability 

within their community. In addition, these postings were advertised in Plymouthôs local paper (Old 

Colony Memorial) to capture a greater audience. Both forums were held on Saturday, September 

9, 2017 for approximately three hours; Planning Staff and Open Space Committee members 

manned a table at a community art festival, located on the Libraryôs front lawn while a second 

table was set up at the St. Catherineôs Park, found within EJ-2.  Questionnaires were distributed at 

each location during the forum. Participation results included over 70 attendees, all of which were 

neighborhood residents. Responses are included in Section VIII ï Goals and Objectives of this 

Plan.  

 

Mapping 

Town staff, under the direction of the Office of Planning and Development, mapped scenic 

viewsheds and maintained and updated the GIS-based open space inventory. Substantial time was 

invested editing the GIS parcel maps and descriptive information in the database to accurately 

depict the Townôs conservation and open space properties. Other accomplishments included: 

Mapping of existing and potential trails, new conservation land acquisitions by the public and 

private sectors, identification of private and public land with recorded conservation restrictions or 

private open space created through a special permit or other permit.  Historic and recognized 

landmarks, including cemeteries were also added to the GIS database. Routine updates are 

cataloged as additional lands are accredited as Conservation or Open Space status. 

 

Parks and Recreation Planning 

The Office of Planning and Development requested updated information from the DPW Parks and 

Recreation Department and met with the DPW Parks Superintendent to review updates to the park 

and recreation planning objectives of the Town.  These departments also contributed information 

to the mapping efforts noted above. 

 

The Department of Marine and Environmental Affairs and Office of Planning and Development 

work cooperatively to acquire open space and conservation land, working in concert with the 

Community Preservation Committee, Open Space Committee, state/federal agencies, and local 

land trusts to actively implement aspects of the Open Space and Recreation Plan through grants 

and other opportunities as they arise. 

 

Plymouth Public Space Action Plan (PPSAP - June 2007)  

Measuring 103 square miles, the Town of Plymouth is the largest town in the Commonwealth.  

Plymouth recognizes the need to focus on the historic waterfront, where features of national 
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historic significance are a key feature of the community.  The PPSAP examines the 

Downtown/Harbor District with the specific purpose of better connecting and enhancing the 

existing social, environmental, historic and economic fabrics of the community with the following 

four underlying goals: 

1. Increase the economic vitality and business climate of Downtown and the Harbor; 

2. Identify capital improvement projects that serve as investments to attract private 

development; 

3. Increase the attractiveness of major public spaces; and 

4. Broaden public awareness and historical interpretation of all Plymouth eras. 

The PPSAP was prepared through the services of a private sector consultant who coordinated with 

Town officials and a volunteer Stakeholder Committee.  Several outreach meetings and walking 

tours with the Stakeholder Committee took place as the plan was developed, and presentations to 

the greater community for feedback took place prior to the Planôs adoption by the Board of 

Selectmen in 2007.  Many of the capital improvement projects identified in this study supplement 

the goals of connecting pedestrian access to the various open spaces within the downtown, which 

then in turn, provide links to open space features outside of the downtown area. 

 

 

Regional Planning Agency Review 

A draft of the Plan was sent to the Old Colony Planning Council (OCPC) for comment.  A response 

letter, dated May 19, 2017, has been inserted in this update, Section X ï Letters of Support. 
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Section III - Community Setting 

Regional Context 

The Town of Plymouth is a coastal community located in southeastern Massachusetts within 

Plymouth County.  Plymouth is bounded by Kingston and Duxbury to the north, Cape Cod Bay to 

the east, Bourne and Wareham to the south and Carver to the west.  Plymouth is the oldest 

continuously occupied English-speaking settlement in the United States.  It is also the largest town 

in Massachusetts containing some 103 square miles of land (Map 1).  According to the 2010 

U.S. Census, Plymouth is one of the largest towns by population in Massachusetts, and continues 

to be one of the fastest-growing towns in the state (see Chart 1). 

 
Chart 1: Rate of Growth Comparison 

Plymouth is accessed by three 

divided highways, Routes 3, 44, 

and 25 (to Interstate 495).  It is also 

serviced by two secondary 

highways: Routes 80 and 3A.  In 

addition, Routes 6, 195, 28, 6A, 

58, and 106 are located nearby.  

The Town is located 

approximately 35 miles south of 

Boston and 2 miles north of the 

Cape Cod Canal.  

 
 

History of the Community 

Plymouth for most of its existence was an isolated seacoast community whose economic fortunes 

were closely linked to the sea and shipping.  The site of the original 1620 settlement is now a 

portion of today's Downtown/Harbor District.  During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 

the Town's primary sources of employment included fishing, shell fishing, shipbuilding and 

agriculture. 

 

In the Nineteenth Century, numerous mills were in operation in Plymouth.  The Plymouth Cordage 

Company was of particular importance.  It began operations in North Plymouth in 1824. North 

Plymouth eventually became a sub-center of the shipbuilding industry on the east coast.  Much of 

the housing in North Plymouth is old mill housing, originally constructed for the Cordage workers. 

The Cordage Company continued to prosper into the early 1900s.  The Town's fishing fleet was 

also prosperous during this time. 

 

After World War II, the Cordage Company's productivity dropped, primarily because of foreign 

competition. Plymouth Harbor could not accommodate the increased draft of the larger ships being 

built. The shipbuilding industry began its decline in the nineteenth century. This overall economic 

decline continued into the mid-1900s, producing severe unemployment in the entire Plymouth 

area. The Cordage facility was eventually closed in 1972.  
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Throughout the 1800s and 1900s agriculture emerged as a significant source of employment for 

Plymouth. In particular, the cranberry industry developed into an active and lucrative sector of the 

economy.  Conversely, Plymouth's non-cranberry agriculture has all but disappeared.  During the 

recent decade, cranberry prices have dropped substantially resulting in many acres of farmed lands 

being developed with single-family homes throughout various areas of the town. In some cases, 

the cranberry bogs themselves remain in production while upland areas are being developed. More 

of this cranberry-related land remains vulnerable to development, including approximately 3,400 

acres of the A.D. Makepeace land in southern and central parts of the Town. 

 

Route 3, a limited access highway, was completed in 1963.  Route 3 reduced the travel time to and 

from employment centers.  The 1960s also brought the construction of the Pilgrim Nuclear Power 

Station and the construction of Plymouth's North Triangle and Camelot Industrial Parks. The 

construction of these projects brought employment and additional tax revenues to the Town.  These 

factors coupled with Plymouth's natural beauty, made Plymouth an attractive location to live. 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s the Town experienced an accelerated growth rate.  Most of the 

development in the 1970s occurred in the West Plymouth area.  Most of the development in the 

1980s occurred in South Plymouth. 

 

During the 1980s Plymouth was one of the fastest growing communities in Massachusetts.  

Plymouth's population increased by twenty-three percent from 45,608 in 1990 to 57,414 in 2014 

(see Table 1 and Chart 2). Between the years of 2010 to 2015, an average of 497 building permits 

per year were issued for new dwelling units. Much of this new growth has occurred in the rural 

residential areas of South Plymouth. The town and surrounding areas continue to out-pace state 

averages for development. 

 
Table 1 - Population Projections  

Population Projections 

1980 1990 2000* 2005 2008 2010**  2011**  2012**  2013**  2014**  

35,913 45,608 51,701 56,266 58,379 55,606 56,011 56,574 56,965 57,414 

Increase 27.0% 13.4% 8.8% 3.7% -4.7% 0.7% 1.0% 0.7% 0.8% 
*      2010 Census Information 

**    American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
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  Map 1 
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Chart 2  

 
 

 

Population Characteristics 
 

Plymouth continues to experience a significant growth in population (Table 1).  Most of the 

development growth was (and continues to be) in single-family, owner-occupied homes.  The 

population projections (Table 2) predict continued residential growth in the coming decades.  

Forecasts (Tables 3 and 4) continue to predict a significant increase in the elderly population (age 

65 and older), with increases of less significance for all other age groups through 2030. 

 
Table 2 - Plymouth Population Projections through 2035 

 

Population Projections 

Year Population % Change 

2015 59,974   

2020 63,339 5.61% 

2025 66,433 4.90% 

2030 68,816 3.60% 

2035 70,278 2.10% 

2015 - 2035 Increase: 17% 
           Source US Census & UMass Donahue Institute 
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 Table 3 - Household Population Forecast 
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Table 4 - Population by Age Group 

 POPULATION BY AGE GROUP  

Age 2000 2014 % Change 

Under 5 3,478 2,681 -23% 

5 to 9 3,859 3,411 -12% 

10to14 3,789 3,565 -6% 

15to19 3,367 3,455 3% 

20 to 24 2,513 3,020 20% 

25 to 34 7,500 6,044 -19% 

35 to 44 9,040 7,761 -14% 

45 to 54 7,932 9,483 20% 

55 to 59 2,664 4,120 55% 

60 to 64 1,747 4,103 135% 

65 to 74 2,672 6,063 127% 

75 to 84 2,170 2,507 16% 

85 and over 970 1,201 24% 

Total 51,701 57,414 11% 

 

As noted in Table 5, employment in Plymouth continued to grow at annual rate of approximately 

6.75 percent from 2010 to 2016 with a total workforce of 30,514 people.  As shown in Table 6, 

the number of people in the workforce with less than a high school degree dropped significantly 

(by 27%).  Significant increases have occurred in the number of people in the workforce with 

college education. 

 
Table 5 - Employment 

EMPLOYMENT  

      Unemployment Rate 

Year Labor Force Employed Town State 

2016 30,514 28,798 5.6 4.9 

2015 30,681 28,684 6.5 5.8 

2014 30,216 27,947 7.5 6.8 

2013 30,071 27,556 8.4 7.6 

2012 29,706 27,241 8.3 7.4 

2011 30,108 27,121 9.9 8.5 

2010 30,299 26,852 11 9.6 

As of January 1st, of each year   
Source: Massachusetts Dept. of Labor and Workforce Development  
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Table 6 - Education Level Population 

EDUCATION  2010 2014 % Change 

    Less than High School 1,787 1,304 -27% 

    High School Graduate (includes equivalency) 8,309 8,613 4% 

    Some College or Associate's Degree 10,672 10,041 -6% 

    Bachelor's Degree or Higher 10,876 11,419 5% 

 

Regional Context - Socio-Economics 

The Town of Plymouth is a coastal community in southeastern Massachusetts. Its southern 

boundary runs roughly parallel to the Cape Cod Canal around two miles distant.   It is the seat of 

Plymouth County and at 103 square miles contains the largest area of any town in the 

Commonwealth.  

 

The South Shore's accessibility to the Boston metropolitan area has greatly influenced the growth 

rates of its communities.  Desirability in terms of land prices, tax rates and residential amenities 

further influenced community growth as Plymouth's population grew from 18,606 in 1970 to 

57,414 in 2014, an increase of 209% in 44 years. Table 7 depicts the Townôs general population 

demographic profile. 

 

Also of significance during the period was the development of a healthy industrial and commercial 

base.  The Town of Plymouth is committed to controlling its residential growth while welcoming 

industrial and commercial expansion, as mentioned in the 2006 Plymouth Master Plan. 

 
Table 7 - Demographic Profile 

2010 Census 

Population 56,271.0 

Male 27,714.0 

Female 28,557.0 

Median Age 41.5 

College Grad 2+ years 31.1% 

Households 21,269 

Ave. Household Size 2.6 

Source: 2010 US Census  
 

This socio-economic profile (Tables 8a & 8b) offers a brief snapshot of the Town of Plymouth as 

well as past trends and where Plymouth expects to be tomorrow.  Plymouth is a vibrant and 

growing community within the South Shore. Its proximity to all major metropolitan areas north 

and west has made Plymouth an attractive place to live and work.  Plymouth has a mature and 

experienced workforce ready to handle various workforce development needs. 
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Table 8a - Employment by Occupation 

 
 

 

 

 

Table 8b - Household Income 

 
 

Over the past few years the Town has seen significant growth and development in the number of 

retail businesses (Table 9).  Plymouthôs largest employment sector consists of both health care 

and social service sector.  Over the past few years Plymouth has also seen significant growth in 

the Management of Companies and Educational Service sectors. 
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Table 9 - Community Employment 

Community Employment and Wages 

  2006 2013 

Total Wages $888,170,721 $1,095,066,016 

Average Weekly Wage 758 876 

Establishments 1,542 1,660 

Average Employment 22,533 24,044 

Construction 1,210 1,089 

Manufacturing 1,356 1,142 

Wholesale Trade 337 366 

Retail Trade 3,149 3,789 

Transportation & Warehousing 356 380 

Information 411 638 

Finance and Insurance 597 564 

Real Estate 215 214 

Professional & Tech Support 738 917 

Administrative & Waste 

Services 783 798 

Health Care & Social Service 4,524 5,374 

Arts & Recreation 870 867 

Accommodations & Food 

Service 2,543 3,016 

Agriculture 23 23 

Management of Companies 568 280 

Educational Services 95 - 

Utilities - 817 

Public Administration - 1,432 

Other 690 702 
Source: Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development 

 

Nationally, manufacturing jobs have been on the decline.  This decline is reflected in Plymouthôs 

employment sectors (Table 10).  Despite declines in manufacturing, Plymouthôs overall 

employment continues to grow. 

 
Table 10 - Changes in Manufacturing 

Changes in Manufacturing and Non-manufacturing Sectors 

  1990 2000 2010 

Manufacturing 1,856 1,500 1,142 

Non-Manufacturing 14,198 17,419 22,902 

Total 16,054 18,919 24,044 

Source: Massachusetts Dept. of Labor and Workforce  
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As shown in Table 11, Plymouth saw increases in 38% of listed employment occupations with 

Management and Professional occupations and Arts, Entertainment, Recreation, Accommodation 

and Food Service occupations seeing the greatest increase.  At -38.1%, Agriculture, Farming, 

Fishing and Forestry occupations experienced the largest decline over the past 15 years. 

 

 
Table 11 - Occupation of Residents 

Occupation 2000 2015 Change 

Civilian employed population 16 years and over 27,104 29,409 8.5% 

Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting, and mining: 176 109 -38.1% 

Construction 1,988 2,209 11.1% 

Manufacturing 2,070 2,229 7.7% 

Wholesale trade 926 775 -16.3% 

Retail trade 3,813 3,096 -18.8% 

Transportation and warehousing, and utilities: 1,428 1,342 -6.0% 

Finance and insurance, and real estate and rental and leasing: 2,419 2,152 -11.0% 

Professional, scientific, and management, and administrative and waste 

management services: 

2,456 3,455 40.7% 

Educational services, and health care and social assistance: 5,484 6,905 25.9% 

Arts, entertainment, and recreation, and accommodation and food services: 1,756 3,520 100.5% 

Other services, except public administration 1,108 1,312 18.4% 

Public administration 1,262 1,642 30.1% 

Source 2000 & 2010 US Census & Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development 

  
Plymouth has an overall population density of 448 people per square mile.  A breakdown of 

population densities by Census Tract (Map 2) shows that the two Census Tracts located in North 

Plymouth (5302 and 5303) have the highest densities at 4.4 people per acres and 5.3 people per 

acre respectively.  The Plymouth Center area (Tract 5305) has the third highest density at 3.2 

people per acre.  At 1.4 people per acre the West Plymouth Tracts (5304 and 5301) represents the 

fourth highest density.  These higher density tracts coincide with Plymouthôs village centers.  Tract 

5306 which includes the Myles Standish State Forest has the lowest population density 0.2 people 

per acre. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Map 2 
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